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TRANSPORT SECTOR ASSESSMENT  

A. Strategic Context 
 
1. Afghanistan provides access to trade along north-south and east-west Asian corridors, 
through Central Asia. As a “geographic center of gravity”, the country has the potential to play a 
special role in the Central Asia Regional Economic Cooperation (CAREC) Program, which 
supports investments in roads, energy, and trade. Of the six identified CAREC Corridors, three 
traverse Afghanistan. Roads and rail links connect Afghanistan to the outside world and can 
connect Asia’s four different regions to each other. Internally, without other available transport 
infrastructure modes, roads predominantly connect Afghanistan’s provinces, cities, towns, and 
villages. Transport sector investments increase the impact of the other two sectors that ADB 
supports in Afghanistan, namely, energy and agriculture, by linking markets, products, and 
people. The development of a multimodal complementary relationship between road and rail 
infrastructure is crucial for supporting mine extraction industries and using the mineral wealth of 
the country to spur economic development.   
 
B. Sector Performance, Problems, and Opportunities  

2. Afghanistan’s transportation system is comprised of inland waterways, air, rail, and road 
transport modes. Inland waterways are limited to the Amu Darya and its tributaries with the only 
formal operating inland port at Shirkhan Bandar. The country’s has some 60 airports and 
airfields spread across the country including two international and 22 domestic airports, which 
meet International Civil Aviation Organization class 4 categorization standards.1 By the end of 
2011, Kabul International Airport and Herat Airport are expected to achieve full International 
Civil Aviation Organization international standards; and Mazar-e-Sharif, Jalalabad, and 
Kandahar are planned or in the process of being upgraded.  
 
3. Until recently, the total length of railways was a mere 24.6 kilometers (km), comprising 
cross-border extensions from Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan to transshipment yards in 
Towraghondi and Kheyrabad. In mid-April 2011, the Asian Development Bank (ADB) financed 
Hairatan to Mazar-e-Sharif rail link (75 km) was completed; the first new railway in Afghanistan 
in over 100 years. Given its position in Asia, Afghanistan presents significant opportunities for 
future rail network development. 
 
4. As a landlocked country with an estimated population of 25 million to 30 million 
dispersed across the largely mountainous terrain of 652,000 square kilometers (km2), and 
without many viable alternative transport modes, roads are the principal means of transport. 
Afghanistan’s road network comprises about 3,300 km of regional highways, 4,900 km of 
national highways, 9,700 km of provincial roads, 17,000–23,000 km of rural roads, and about 
3,000 km of urban roads, including 1,060 km in Kabul. The regional highway network consist of 
the 2,300 km Ring Road that connects Afghanistan’s major regional centers (Herat, Kandahar, 
Mazar-e-Sharif, Maimana, and Sheberghan) with Kabul, and about 700 km of cross-border 
roads linking the Ring Road to neighboring countries. The regional highway network foster 
regional trade and economic linkages between Afghanistan and Iran, Pakistan, Tajikistan, 
Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan. National highways extend regional highways to provincial 
capitals contributing to economic growth and national integration.     
 

                                                 
1 Airports with runway length of 1,800 meters (m) or longer. 
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5. At the end of 2001, after some 20 years of conflict, baseline assessments suggested 
that more than 90% of the transportation system was unconnected and in a poor condition.  
Since then, multilateral and bilateral development partners have helped improve key transport 
infrastructure, especially priority roads such as the Ring Road. Collectively, these development 
partners have invested more than $4 billion to improve transport infrastructure and subsector 
institutions in Afghanistan. ADB’s transport portfolio in the country alone is over $1 billion. 
Positive signs and strong evidence of usefulness of these investments, particularly roads, 
indicate that they stimulate economic growth and lower provincial disparities. The reduction in 
travel time due to the improved regional roads has reportedly increased the frequency of 
personal trips and domestic trade. The Ministry of Public Works (MPW) is preparing to create a 
road authority to function purely as a road network manager with all works outsourced to private 
contractors. With a newly operational railway, the establishment of a rail authority is also a 
necessity. 
 
6. Owing to these efforts, there are indications of positive development impacts. Regularly 
scheduled passenger and freight air services are provided by a state carrier and several private 
carriers. Two to three international flights are scheduled each day, in addition to daily domestic 
flights between Kabul and major regional cities. Rail services at Hairatan average 4-5 trains 
typically comprising 30 wagons each, hauling humanitarian aid and bulk commodities, 
particularly fuel. Operation of the new rail link from Hairatan to Mazar-e-Sharif is highly 
anticipated and will reduce the current congestion on the cross-border highway by increasing 
the number of transshipment points along the 75 km rail line in the north, allowing for more 
efficient shipment of goods farther into the hinterland. Demand for road transport is increasing 
evidenced by the supply of registered vehicles. The vehicle population is increasing rapidly with 
an annual average growth over the last three years of 23% for cars, 15% for trucks, and 48% for 
motorcycles. The most descriptive statistic is the increased levels of trade with Pakistan, for 
which Afghanistan has established a cross border transit trade agreement. Since 2003, the level 
of imports and exports have increased by almost 250%, with an annual average growth rate of 
approximately 30%. 
 
7.   Despite this progress resulting largely from infrastructure interventions, the transport 
network remains incomplete. With an estimated density of only 4 km per 1000 km2, 
Afghanistan’s road network is far below the completeness levels achieved by its neighbors. 
Furthermore only 7% of the roads are paved, and a key section of the Ring Road is not yet 
constructed. Four provincial capitals remain unconnected to the regional network, and thus lack 
access to domestic and regional markets, and more than 70% of the inter-provincial and inter-
district roads remain in a poor state. Many roads are impassable by motor vehicles, and people 
in the mountainous central part of the country do not have all-weather access to the main road 
network.  Likewise, transport services are inadequate, of low quality, and expensive.  
 
8 Aside from additional infrastructure requirements, a number of challenging sector issues 
remain unresolved. For instance, the vast majority of funding for infrastructure construction 
continues to be financed by international donors through grant aid agreements. Similarly, 
government funding for maintenance of the implemented works in the transport sector network, 
is lacking, which if not resolved will result in an unnecessary economic loss of the significant 
capital investments made to date. Truck overloading is another major problem that will reduce 
the engineering design life of the constructed roads. Rather than physical problems, these 
potential sustainability issues are nonphysical in nature and point to a lack of proper sector 
governance and cost recovery. The government must establish appropriate authorities to 
regulate the subsectors in a coordinated manner with mandates to generate revenue for 
maintenance funding. 
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9. With respect to private sector participation, the security of contractors and consultants 
on remote project sites remains problematic. Furthermore, the continued inefficient use of 
government agency staff for undertaking works crowds out the growth of private sector service 
providers, limiting competition. 
 
C. Government Sector Strategy 

1. Institutional and Regulatory Framework 

10. Multiple government ministries are involved in the operation and regulation of the 
transport sector, namely:  MPW, Ministry of Transport and Civil Aviation (MOTCA), Ministry of 
Urban Development (MOUD), Ministry of Rural Rehabilitation and Development (MRRD), 
Ministry of Interior (MOI), and local authorities.   
 
11. MPW has been responsible for development, operation, and maintenance of regional 
highways, national highways, and provincial roads in the country. Given the lack of other 
agencies, MPW has historically played a significant role in the planning and implementation of 
infrastructure in the rail and air subsectors. MPW has an institutional footprint of a large 
engineering organization with staff stationed in every major provincial capital and carries out 
work through forced account. Over the years of conflict, MPW lost most of its trained staff. 
Current staff levels consist of approximately 200 engineers and administrative staff, and 2,000 
laborers at the regional maintenance centers and provinces. At present, much of MPW’s efforts 
focus on administering aid-financed projects and executing budget-financed minor construction 
and maintenance works. It is acknowledged that MPW staff require substantial skills 
enhancement to perform their current duties. In addition, a restructuring of the organization and 
a business plan are needed to upgrade MPW commensurate with the envisaged sector 
governance role. 
 
12. MRRD is responsible for development of rural infrastructure, including rural roads. 
MOUD and local municipal authorities are responsible for the construction and maintenance of 
urban roads. 
 
13. MOTCA is charged with regulating the private sector transport industry. With a current 
staffing level of 1,180, MOTCA’s primary function is coordinating agreements between private 
sector and international transporters and establishing offices in neighboring countries to 
facilitate international trade. MOTCA’s private sector department sets technical standards for 
private commercial vehicles and inspects them for compliance during the licensing and renewal 
process. MOTCA is also charged with collecting fees from private trucks and inter-provincial 
private buses at national or provincial borders or on the outskirts of major cities and provides 
some passenger and freight transport services using state-owned vehicles.  
 
14. Recent high-level discussions between the government and development partners have 
focused on sector governance and transitioning to international best practices within an Afghan 
context such as: (i) restructuring the institutions and authorities, and (ii) increasing the use of 
private sector service providers through performance based contracts. Since 2009, the 
establishment of a commercialized Road Authority responsible for overseeing private sector 
contractors and service providers carrying out maintenance works and the establishment of a 
dedicated Road Fund for the collection of user fees for maintenance has been discussed. Now, 
with the completion of the Hairitan-Mazar-e-Sharif rail link, a similarly empowered Rail Authority 
is also urgently required. 
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2. Road Map 

15. Launched in 2008, the government’s Afghanistan National Development Strategy 
(ANDS) is a Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) based action plan and road map for 
developing the country’s transport sector.2 As described in Pillar 3, Infrastructure, the Transport 
and Civil Aviation Sector Strategy proposes a safe, integrated transport network that ensures 
domestic and international connectivity by moving people and goods reliably and at low cost.3 In 
addition to a long list of infrastructure needs in all the transport subsectors, the ANDS provides 
a planning and policy framework, specific development targets and dates for achievement, and 
an overall strategic vision to guide investment and reforms in the transport sector until 2020. In 
2010, the ANDS was refined and updated with a more specific list of priority programs and 
projects.4 One such identified program in the Economic and Infrastructure Development Cluster 
was Program 1: National Regional Integrated Resources Corridor Initiative (NRIRCI). Based on 
a recent NRIRCI report, current estimates of priority project demands versus estimated 
resources, indicate an estimated funding shortfall of approximately $2.1 billion from the present 
to 2014.5 
 
16. Much of the ANDS and the subsequent refinement documents, focus on the road 
transport subsector with the following priorities to: (i) upgrade and maintain the Ring Road, (ii) 
provide improved cross-border roads to neighboring countries, and (iii) establish a fiscally 
sustainable system for road maintenance using private contractors as much as possible. The 
ANDS also calls for 40% of all villages to be connected by all-weather roads to national road 
system and 40% of all roads in municipalities to be improved to a good standard. The 
government envisages that the national road network will eventually be managed by an 
autonomous road agency, and its preservation and further development financed by road user 
charges, which are not part of the consolidated budget. Provincial and local roads will be 
managed by provincial and/or local road authorities, and a substantial part of their costs will also 
be financed by way of road user charges. A road fund will have been established to collect the 
road user charges and to serve as the procurer of road services from the road agency and local 
roads authorities, and hence, to serve as the regulator of the road subsector. Road works will 
generally be undertaken by contractors, including long-term contracts for maintenance. A 
substantial amount of work will be contracted out to small contractors using labor-based 
techniques. 
 
17. Based on recent ADB technical assistance to Afghanistan’s burgeoning rail system and 
with the start of NRIRCI in 2011, in which increased focus is on supporting private sector 
investment in mineral extraction and spillover industries, priority rail investments are also being 
planned.6 
 

                                                 
2 Islamic Republic of Afghanistan. 2008. Transport and Civil Aviation Strategy 1387–1391 (2007/08–2012/13), Pillar 

III, Infrastructure, Afghanistan National Development Strategy. Kabul. 
3 Hereinafter, the Transport and Civil Aviation Sector Strategy is referred to as the Transport Sector Strategy. 
4 Islamic Republic of Afghanistan. 2010. Afghanistan National Development Strategy, Prioritization and 

Implementation Plan Mid-2010–Mid-2013, Volumes 1 and 2. Kabul. 
5 Ministry of Mines. May 2011. National-Regional Integrated Resource Corridor Initiative (NRIRCI). Kabul. 
6 ADB. 2010.Technical Assistance to the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan for Railway Development Study. Final 

Report. Manila. (TA 7259-AFG) 
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3. Policy Framework 

18. The national transport policy framework presented in the Transport Sector Strategy, and 
as amended by subsequent refinements, outlines the principles and vision of the transport 
sector through a holistic approach. Collectively, the strategy and the investment program form 
the basis for further policy making and reform for all modes of transportation under a unified 
sector-based approach. 
 
19. The Transport Sector Policy emphasizes the private sector in rebuilding and developing 
the transport sector. The government’s view is that the private sector is a key to trigger 
development, while the existing public sector agencies are also required to ensure a balanced 
approach with adequate attention paid to public interest issues. Given the low capacity of the 
existing public sector agencies, strengthening these institutions, realigning responsibilities with 
changing priorities and conditions, and indeed creating new required institutions is mandated. 
The challenge is formidable in view of the shortage of skills and the fact that the various 
ministries may be entrenched in conducting business the old way. To be able to move forward, 
the existing ministries will have to be cooperative in transitioning to an overall sector-based 
approach and be willing to implement change and reform. 
 
IV. ADB Sector Experience and Assistance Program:  Lessons Learned 

20. ADB has several ongoing projects in Afghanistan and through coordination is keenly aware 
of the efforts of other development partners. Based on internal portfolio reviews and project 
performance reports prepared by country and sector teams, several lessons should be highlighted: 
 

(i) Project costs have been underestimated and most projects have been prone to cost 
overruns, due to slow procurement of works, security, and unresolved safeguard 
issues. Unstable government co-financing and poor project management have 
been recurrent problems affecting implementation progress.  

 

(ii) Most transactions failed to attract the interest of top quality consultants and 
contractors, largely due to the security situation and lack of additional margin or 
profit incentive to offset perceived additional risk. This has led to a lack of 
competition, higher-than-expected bid prices and financing gaps, and low quality 
products from service providers. More and better marketing of the business 
opportunities may help as well as larger packaging of works. The number of 
procurement packages should be minimized given the limited implementation 
capacity for project execution. 

 

(iii) Aid coordination through government-development partner consultative and 
advisory groups or other mechanisms is important to avoid duplication of efforts, 
miscommunication of intentions and responsibilities, and delays. 

 

(iv) Stakeholder consultation, especially with local communities, has been inadequate. 
The result is that some have not “bought into” the projects or welcomed foreign 
contractors. This has not helped the security situation for consultants and 
contractors and has likely resulted in increased costs and delays.  

 

(v) Executing agency capacity is low and has caused delays in implementation. 
Continued emphasis must be given to capacity building to improve planning, project 
design and implementation, safeguard issues, administration, and financial 
management.  
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PROBLEM TREE 

 

 

Hindered Economic Growth and Human Development 

Lack of Transport Services and 
High User Cost 

Reduced Access to Economic 
Opportunities and Social Services 

Inefficient Transport System 

Low Transport 
Infrastructure Density 

Underdeveloped 
Regional Connectivity 

Lack of Transport 
Infrastructure Planning 

and Investment

Lack of Transport 
Sector Coordination and 

Regulation

Lack of Systematic 
Transport Maintenance 

Activities 

Inadequate Facilities 
and Equipment 

Limited Quantity of 
Trained and Skilled 
Human Resources

Limited Recurrent 
Budget 

Insufficient Government Capacity to 
Plan, Build, Regulate, and Maintain 

Transport Infrastructure 

Unsustainable 
Infrastructure Capital 

Stock 




